I am delighted to see a report that provides a clear and concise description of group trends among Southeast Asian American (SEA) communities. I welcome the opportunity to comment on Dr. Mark Pfeifer's descriptive article, and below are some of my comments on it.
Overall, the ACS 2005 data suggest that all SEA groups are making progress, in terms of economics and education, but that it can take several years or decades for significant changes to occur. For instance, in the case of Hmong, the poverty rate has been cut in half between 1990 and 2005 (Pfiefer & Lee, 2004 . This represents a period of 15 years. Given the pre-migration experiences of Hmong, nearly all of whom entered the United States as political refugees, 15 years is not surprising and, in my opinion, should be expected. After all, it takes years even for U.S. born, English-speaking individuals to acquire the basic educational credentials, language skills, and work experiences to find employment and secure an independent living. However, what is unclear is whether all cohorts of Hmong refugees have achieved the same or a similar rate of progress within 15 years of their initial resettlement. Furthermore, it is important to ask questions about where in the United States these communities resettled and which cohorts or generational cohorts made what kinds of progress over the past three decades. Here I am suggesting that a group's time of arrival and place of resettlement may play determining roles with regard to its poverty rates and other forms of progress besides economic and educational attainment. Because the ACS reports aggregated data on entire ethnic groups rather than generational cohorts within and between groups, further comparative research needs to be done to examine where and when progress has been made, by whom, and how much progress.
The ACS 2005 and Census 2000 data suggest that each of the four SEA communities has undergone changes in population size (increased), income (increased), poverty rates (decreased), home ownership rate (increased), and educational attainment (increased). Given these communities' relatively short length of residence in the United States, these changes provide hope but also raise questions. On the face of it, these changes suggest that all SEA groups can expect to attain higher standards of living as time passes. The moderate increase in educational attainment, especially within the bachelors and graduate levels, suggests that there are real, albeit limited opportunities for SEA persons to attend, advance, and graduate from school. Given the credential-based society in which we live, a sustained increase in educational levels among all SEA groups may bring about increased occupational opportunities.
Special Issue on SEA Demographics-Xiong: Response (Sociological Questions) 38 Nevertheless, because of the immense heterogeneity that exists within ethnic groups, it is less clear from the aggregated data how individuals, families and neighborhoods of families will fare in the next five to ten years. Will increased education translate into greater occupational and income opportunities for Southeast Asian individuals and SEA as a group? Or will SEA communities continue to experience "glass ceilings" as their occupations remain stratified by race, gender, perceived cultural difference, etc.? Moreover, without further and sustained research, we can only speculate on the relationship between these changes (for example, increased income or homeownership) and the change in a group's "standard of living."
Although income, occupation, educational attainment, and homeownership are often used as indicators of social mobility, it is far from clear what direct relationship these factors, whether individually or in combination have for a group's long-term social mobility. For instance, an increase in a group's average income may be the direct result of families having more and multiple members employed, rather than a result of greater access to higher-paid occupations or occupations of high prestige and authority. Given that the prices of basic, necessary commodities, such as gas and food have gone up significantly in recent years, even a moderate increase in families' incomes may barely help them maintain self-sufficiency. Moreover, in the case of some families, including some Hmong American families, homeownership could spell great long-term financial burden or even bankruptcy. Looking at homeownership rate alone misses the emotional, social and economic costs of maintaining homeownership. In short, it is not clear what major changes-changes that fundamentally alter SEA's social, educational, and political positions within America's economy and society-will occur as a result of recent increases in SEA's educational levels, income levels, homeownership, etc. In my opinion, it is plausible that significant gaps could remain between the better-off and the working poor within SEA communities even as the average socioeconomic standing of a group increases.
Furthermore, the increase in the SEA population could have a number of important implications for these communities. I think that one implication of the population increase is potentially an increase in SEA's political participation and political clout. Of course, further research should be done to examine how increases in the number of eligible and registered SEA voters might affect political mobilization and participation among SEA communities. (I know of few reports that provide figures on SEA's political participation, voting behavior, etc.). Future research should also examine how Southeast Asian grassroots organizations mobilize, interact, negotiate with and rely on each other during political struggles and local and state political campaigns.
Although the data indicate that SEA communities, especially Vietnamese, can now be found in most of the 50 states, it is clear that all four groups of SEA remain mostly highly concentrated in a few states (California, Texas, Minnesota, Washington). It would be important to investigate the changes in SEA communities' places of residence since their arrival. What kinds of dissimilarity indices are found in the areas where SEA communities are concentrated? What do these indices tell us about SEA communities' past and present residential integration or segregation? Data collected through in-depth surveys and ethnographic case studies could help shed light on SEA's experiences with residential segregation, crime, violence, forms of discrimination and compromise. Indeed, further studies should be done on how SEA communities have formed and maintained themselves in times of crisis or social disruption during the past three to four decades; these studies may provide useful information about SEA's challenges and prospects for progress.
Journal of Southeast Asian American Education & Advancement, 3
Special Issue on SEA Demographics-Xiong: Response (Sociological Questions) 39 What are some remaining challenges for Southeast Asian communities and the institutions which serve them? There are many, new and old challenges. In this section, I point out two challenges: (1) That SEA students, especially Vietnamese and Hmong in California's public schools are disadvantaged by current state and district policies of classifying, testing, and tracking English Learners; and (2) that Hmong American students confront a multitude of socioeconomic obstacles to educational advancement.
In California, Vietnamese and Hmong-speaking students remain the second and third largest groups of English Learners, trailing behind only Spanish-speakers. (Spanish speakers compose 85% of all English Learners). A significant number of Cambodian/Khmer and, to a lesser extent, Lao-speaking students also remain classified as English Learners in California. As Min Zhou and I have discussed elsewhere, there are serious disadvantages associated with being identified and classified as a linguistic minority student. We argue that the current state policies of classifying, testing, and tracking of linguistic minority students, including a vast majority who are U.S.-born, seriously disadvantage SEA students. These processes deny English Learners equitable access to quality programs, college preparatory curricula, credentialed teachers, and opportunities to pursue higher education (Xiong & Zhou, 2006) . Because a remarkable percentage of Hmong, Lao, Cambodian and Vietnamese speaks, or has been identified as speaking a language other than English, current state education policies and school district practices will continue to have tremendous consequences for SEA students' learning opportunities and advancement. As we begin a new school year, I believe that the legalized practices of classification, testing, and tracking of English learner students will remain some of the most difficult challenges confronting SEA students in K-12 public schools throughout California and other states with significant concentrations of SEA communities. I urge everyone to consider these issues and to participate in identifying their consequences for SEA students.
Dr. Pfeifer's report indicates that compared to the other three SEA groups and the U.S. average, Hmong Americans fared less well on several key indicators of socioeconomic status. Hmong Americans have a relatively younger population, larger household and family size, lower household and family median income, higher proportion living in poverty, and higher proportion of disabled 65 year-olds or older. The data indicate further that only a small percentage of Hmong (25 year-olds) has attained Bachelor's and graduate or professional degrees. Some of these demographic and social factors may help explain, in part, why only about 4.8 percent of Hmong (16 years and over) worked in professional, scientific, and management industries while 17.8 percent worked in educational services and health care and social assistance. In any case, these statistics suggest that compared to the other SEA groups sampled, Hmong American students have fewer resources with which to overcome disadvantages.
Overall, the figures in the ACS appear accurate. I think they are a fair representation of the sampled Southeast Asian American communities. Obviously, there are other SEA ethnic groups, such as Thai and Mien, missing from this dataset/report. Indeed, depending on our definition of "Southeast Asian Americans," other groups may or may not be represented.
I want to point out that the figures on speaking English (Table 8 ) and speaking a nonEnglish language (Table 9 ) can be misleading. Table 8 could be improved by reporting all response categories of English speaking ability (% speaking English very well, well, not well, not at all, etc.), rather than reporting only the category "Speak English Less Than Very Well." Table 9 could be (mis)interpreted as indicating that the SEA groups speak exclusively nonEnglish languages at home. However, SEA households rarely speak only a non-English Special Issue on SEA Demographics-Xiong: Response (Sociological Questions) 40 language; the more common practice is that SEA young people and, to a lesser extent, adults speak their native language along with English.
The ACS 2005's Accuracy of the Data report (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005a) does not indicate whether any attempt has been made to translate the survey instruments in languages other than English. Given that the surveys mailed out are written in English (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005b) , this could have important implications on response rates, the accuracy of the responses, and the selectivity of the sample. There is the possibility of a biased sample: perhaps only SEA households with persons who speak English returned the completed surveys. Conversely, SEA households with only non-English speaking couples or households where parents and young children are not able to read or write English well would be missed by the ACS.
Given the work I do as a student of sociology, I agree with Dr. Pfeifer that having both qualitative and quantitative studies of multiple sites/regions of SEA communities would be a useful resource. Longitudinal data on each ethnic group would also be very useful for examining questions about changes in SEA communities' opportunities, social networks, political and religious attitudes and behavior, etc. Since in some instances, Vietnamese have experienced or attained outcomes quite different from those of the other three SEA groups, research that explores structural causes of social change by separately investigating SEA groups' historical and present circumstances would be quite appropriate. Given the tremendous complexities and heterogeneity found within groups at any given point in time, I think that using ethnographic alongside quantitative methods would be an appropriate and effective way to gather/generate data needed to answer questions about social processes and group outcomes. Studies that strive for causal explanations of group outcomes would require the use of even clearer concepts, more detailed, time and place-specific data, and informed, imaginative theorizing.
